THE  MATERIALIST CONCEPTION   OF  HISTORY
de corps. Conservative, as officials naturally are, they
opposed and resisted all reforms in the administration
of justice as in civil administration. It was a fatality
that just in the period of absolute power the most incap-
able monarchs were called to govern France. Capable
and incorruptible men were either not appointed or did
not remain in office ; favouritism prevailed ; the conduct
of public affairs was in the hands of royal mistresses or
court coteries. The mismanagement grew constantly
worse, making its effects felt, and discontent became
general.
A great part of the French nobility was ruined and
hopelessly in debt.   Part of the middle class had enriched
themselves by commerce.   Indigence prevailed in many
provinces among the peasants.    " In France there is
general want/' wrote the Marquis de Mirabeau several
years before the revolution, estimating the number of
those who lived by begging at no less than 20 per cent
of the population;   the lowest estimate is over 10 per
cent;   that would mean between three and five million
unemployed in a population of not quite twenty-six
million.   The French State itself was bankrupt and had
been so for a long time, the deficit becoming heavier
every year.    The system of taxation had at all times
been the worst imaginable.    The nobility, the clergy,
officials and many others were exempted from paying
taxes.     Two   hundred   thousand   privileged   persons,
owning two-thirds of all the property in France, paid
no taxes.   The entire amount of these weighed upon the
poorer classes, particularly the peasants.    The method
of collecting the taxes was absurd, expensive for the
state and ruinous to the tax-payers.   The revenue was
quite insufficient for a State maintaining a great standing
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